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THE MIDDLE EAST RENDEZVOUS

The Middle East Rendezvous aims to engage with great minds on topics of contemporary

relevance to the Middle East. It hopes to bring out arguments and conversations that can

constructively build towards the Centre for Middle East Studies’ goal, i.e. Promoting Peace

Through Dialogue. In this edition, CMES interviews Dr Kenneth Holland, Professor and

Dean at the O.P. Jindal Global University. The conversation below reveals complex the

intersectionality of education, conflict-zones, and peace-building.

Can you tell us about your life in the Middle East and some significant associations you

have had with the region?

 I was associated with universities in Afghanistan with funding from the World Bank to

strengthen themselves to contribute to Afghanistan’s economic growth. Following its

success, I got a call from the US Department of State in 2010 asking me about the possibility

of creating similar institutions in Iraq. This is how I got involved in setting up institutions in

Iraq that would further contribute to Iraq’s peace and development. 

Now to create a University in the home of Saddam Hussein came with its interesting

experiences. Once, I took some of the professors from Iraq to Kurdistan, in the North of Iraq;

I wanted them to get out of the heat and into the hills. We went on a university bus, but I

noticed that some professors became too nervous when we crossed over the border. And so, I

enquired with them on what is wrong. And they said, “Oh, you do not understand these

people hate us, and they want to kill us. And they have tanks and heavy weapons we are

afraid.”

 At a certain point in our war, all the professors got out and wanted to climb up a mountain.

And my wife was with me, and she got out, and she said, “Oh, let us join them and climb up

this mountain.” They said, “no”, because at the top of the mountain was the border with Iran.

And Americans had been arrested for hiking, and they are still in prison. So we stayed down

and had a wonderful time drinking tea at a farm. Therefore, working in the Middle East had

its own complications and dangers at every step owing to one’s identity and job. 

 I then worked with the Baghdad University of Technology to set up a learning management

system called Moodle. 
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I was also responsible for converting a prison that American soldiers had set up to

contain Iraqi militants into a school for the English language. That was one of the

projects that I’m most proud of because the prison was a horrible place, and torture had

taken place there. And there was lots of anti-American graffiti written on the walls and

the cells. The project was jointly funded by the Prime Minister of Iraq’s office and the

US government.

In 2015 I was on a delegation with professionals from the US in Iran’s higher education

sector. I made many friendships there in Iran. However, I was later accused on the front

page of a newspaper in Iran with an image of mine for being a CIA spy after the

hardliners won the Iran election.

In the year 2020, I was contacted by the Ministry of Higher Education in Iraq. They said,

“Dr Holland, you are like one of us as you have spent so much time here”, and I helped

them conduct sessions with 900 professors on online education during the time of

COVID-19.

Apart from my time in Iraq, I also took several Iraqi professors to Jordan as it is

necessary for faculty from conflict-affected countries to visit third-countries. I am

probably one of the few Americans who has spent much time in Saudi Arabia. I was

considered kind of a hero there because I was recruiting students from Saudi Arabia to

go to Kansas State University, where there was great pushback against me, uh, for

bringing ‘terrorists.’

I wrote a letter to a newspaper editor explaining the importance of Saudi Arabian

students coming to the United States to study will foster the Middle East’s peace and

development. My letter was shared worldwide, and Saudi Arabia’s government thanked

me for putting the country in such a positive light.

At another time, I was in Kuwait the day that women were allowed to vote for the first

time. I felt very proud to be there and to be present on that particular day. I have also

worked with teen Arab boys in a program that teaches them life skills that can help them

contribute to society in new and meaningful ways.

It has been quite a journey for me in the Middle East.



You were stationed in the Middle East and Afghanistan at the cusp of everyday life’s

resumption in conflict-affected zones. The experience and the station itself must be

emotionally daunting. Can you elaborate on the on-ground experience you have had

stationed in a conflict or post-conflict zone? 

Iraq was a tough country to work in; I first started visiting the country in 2010; there was

still a heavy US troop presence. I remember flying in a Black Hawk helicopter with the

US forces from Baghdad as road travel was unsafe. In the helicopter, the soldier next to

me, strapped me into the seat and asserted that the door was open to spot the snippers.

The pilot would make a sharp turn, and you will be staring down into the ground. If your

belt comes loose, you will fall out. So it was nerve-wracking.

I was visiting a university in Iraq, and I was the only American civilian in that locality.

A whole platoon of 30 combat soldiers was assigned to me. The Lieutenant in charge

would then tell me, “we are here to protect you, and we will travel in an armoured

vehicle to get to the university.”. The Lieutenant also said to me, “Dr Holland, I am here

to die for you,” and I was struck. The Lieutenant continues, “we hate to tell you this, but

we’ve been on similar missions escorting VIPs like you, who have been killed by the

terrorists.” 

They were trying to notify and make me acknowledge the possibility of death. I spent

the entire day at the university, but every time I would go into a room, the soldiers would

go in and make a perimeter around the room where their rifles and combat equipment. It

is a tad bit disturbing to think that a small army unit would always be around you.

However, everything drastically changed when the Iraqi government refused to sign the

Status of Forces Agreement with the United States. President Obama withdrew all the

US troops, but I was still there. So, I went from working with continually being

surrounded by American soldiers to being entirely on my own. I just had to have the

courage and zeal for my purpose of teaching and peace-building.

How do academic and theoretical discourses and discipline encapsulate the idea of

education as an instrument for peace-building and conflict?

 As I have worked in countries affected by conflict, I notice that most of the fighters

involved are uneducated. These young men are high school dropouts, and these conflicts

are fueled by hatred, superstition, and unscientific thinking. Thus, education can

significantly impact the conflict as fewer people buy into those superstitions and

ideologies, which propagate violence. Faculty members who have travelled overseas and

have read widely are much more enlightened than the uneducated and can reduce the

belief in violent superstitions.



Young women also benefit when they get educated as uneducated women are unable to

counter oppression and abuse and are held down from progressing. However, if they are

educated, they have a sense of prestige within their family because they can earn. It also

affects the children whom women raise, and as women are educated, they can enlighten

their children. And yes, there is a direct relationship between education and peace-

building.

When do we invoke education as a tool of peace-building in conflict and zones? Does

it infer after immediate responses of health care and rebuilding damaged

infrastructure and helping the most vulnerable?

 United Nations used to think that education would be provided to the people in a

conflict-affected country after the conflict. For them, peace and infrastructure would

come first. As the UN was developing the Millennium Development Goals, it realised

that it was a mistake. As their research suggested, entire generations have lost the

opportunity of education and learning because of the conflict-ridden circumstances, they

survive in, and these wars last for decades. And the MDGs then declared that education

in conflict zones is a must, especially for children, even amid the civil war. 

 When I was in Afghanistan, I would see children studying with a teacher in make-shift

tents and under the trees. The Taliban loved to burn-down educational infrastructure, and

the Afghan government insisted on continuing education regardless, with the help of

international donors. In Kabul University in biting cold December, the students were

writing an exam in unheated conditions with coats, gloves, and hats as the windows in

the building were blown out by an attack. The world has now understood that it is a huge

mistake to give up on education; even when the civil war is at its peak, you still have to

find a way.

What kind and mode of education can survive and strive in situations of conflict? How

do educationist, academics, teachers and policymakers assess what to teach and what

not to teach? It is impossible and unaffordable to have a system where students learn

multiple subjects with time for extra-curricular activities in a conflict-affected case. 

 The international community plays a critical role in this aspect as many countries do not

have the funds and personnel to open a school system in a conflict zone. International

non-governmental organisations and international agencies can provide the resources

needed to open that school. The United Nations, the United States, the European Union,

Japan, Korea, and India play an essential role in providing the resources to open schools

in these severely affected zones.

 



It does not matter what subject you study. If you are a student, you have an open mind

and you are exposed to teachers who have different points of view than your own. One

also learns to also coexist with classmates who have different opinions. Therefore, that is

one reason why universities need to be physical places with robust and vibrant

interactions and dialogues. University education leads to a vital quality of open-

mindedness, which is exceptionally essential.

There is always an issue to decide what is to be taught. For example, in Afghanistan, I

was running a technical school. There I had trouble with the curriculum because the

Afghan government made it compulsory to teach Islam and Patriotism. I had a meeting

with the Minister of Higher Education and requested some flexibility as these subjects’

teachers were below subpar and did not adjust well with English speaking faculty. I

made a few changes, but there is an evident tendency in many of these countries to

control what is taught by prescribing particular subjects.

 

Many individuals fear that Islam is being Americanised in the Middle East. This

fragility could erupt in a new conflict in itself if not appropriately handled. How did

you tackle the fragility of identity in a conflict-affected zone when you were trying to

set up an English language training school?

So, in conflict-affected countries, there are not only American professors teaching but

also faculty from other countries, such as Germany in Afghanistan. In Iraq, there were

professors from many European countries. Indeed, these professors bring a Western

orientation and point of view. One could argue they represent the former colonial

powers, which they do obviously. Yet, at the same time, I noticed young people respect

them and are pleased that they are trying to help them because they know their country is

independent and not a part of any colony. Generally speaking, most students are pleased

to have these foreign professors teaching them.

It is not feasible that vocational and technical training and education will always yield

job opportunities in volatile and unpredictable situations. How can skill-based

training and vocational training in education institutes born out of post-conflict zones

create a broader job opportunity scope?

There is a deeper problem with vocational and technical education in the Middle East.

There may not be jobs in these areas. However, parents push their children to go to

university to get a degree and major in one of these traditional fields with much prestige

attached like law, medicine, and engineering. I had to fight very hard in Afghanistan to

educate Afghan people about the value of vocational and technical education, and

dignity is also acquired by knowing or training a skill. 



I have worked very carefully with employers to ensure that our curriculum matched

the employers’ needs, especially in the private sector. These meetings with the

employers helps us understand the market demands and make corrective changes to

modernise the curriculum.

I had one meeting where they highlighted the need for female computer scientists. It

made me go to the high schools to encourage and persuade teachers and girls to

study computer science. To make vocational and skill-based training successful, I

had to overcome numerous cultural barriers.

How can we tackle the lack of cultural sensitivity with the troops involved in

conflict zones? What are the different approaches with which to be culturally

aware and sensitive to the on-ground situation?

I saw this firsthand; for example, US soldiers in Iraq would refer to the Iraqis as

Hajis, and during the Vietnam war, American soldiers would refer to the Vietnamese

as goops. There is a prevalence of looking down upon the Iraqis by the troops

because American troops when they are in combat, live away and are isolated and

have limited interactions through interpreters and translators. So, the militaristic

solution is not always the best option, and there must be what President Obama calls

a ‘civilian surge’ of academics, aid workers, and professors. 

Even a ‘civilian surge’ might feel invasive and intrusive to their intellectual and

cognitive private space as much as a military intervention. So is there another

directive to look at the Middle East and education in conflict-affected areas? 

The World Bank is a strong supporter of educating the affected to take over the

teaching in their local communities. I was a part of the ‘transition’ -- a transition

from Americans teaching the Afghans to Afghans teaching the Afghans. However,

there are sporadic means of resources and training facility like sending interested

students from these conflict-inflicted regions to the US, India, or Germany to earn

high degrees will equip them with training and skills to come back and teach in their

home country. Over time, there is local ownership of education as you inject

opportunities to earn degrees overseas and then come back to teach.

Interview conducted by Naman Vakharia

Junior Coordinator at CMES 
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